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Overture Foundation | 
President George Austin tal- 
lies suggested priorities for 

_the new Madison arts dis- 
trict at a meeting of the 48- 
member Overture Project 
Advisory Council on Nov. 
15, 1998. The council was 
selected by donor Jerry 
Frautschi, Austin and city 
faclities manager Bob 

D’ Angelo. 


Public advocates want Overture to face the music 


By Aaron Nathans 
The Capital Times 


d Renollet puts on coffee, not 
Chekhov. He doesn’t run an arts 
- group, isn’t a player in Madison’s 
political circles. 
So how much say does he deserve 
in the creation of a downtown arts district? 

“You're the first person to ask what I think,”’ 
said Renollet, queried at random in the back of 
State Street’s Espresso Royale, which he man- 
ages. 

And yes, he’s concerned about the future of the 
Oscar Mayer Theatre and the fate of two busi- 
nesses under pressure to make way for the arts 

‘district. “It feels like things got dropped in our 
laps, and all of a sudden things started happen- 
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came from a 48-member advisory group made up 
of leaders from the arts, government, education 
and community groups. But the Ethics Board 
later complained about the involvement of city 
officials outside their official capacities. 
Napoleon Smith, who was an alderman at the 
time, said that the process seemed ‘“‘wired’’ to 
help get things passed through the City Council 
later. : 

Architect Cesar Pelli gave a presentation at the 
Civic Center last month, but there was a $6 
admission to that event. Some members of the 
public attended a meeting earlier in the day with 


Isthmus, “The Last Days of the Capitol Theatre.”’ 
The eulogy for the old movie house, which 
became the Oscar Mayer when the city renovated 
it into part of the Civic Center in the 1970s, 
sparked a push to save the old Moorish movie 
house. 

Two weeks later, Mevor| Bue Hainan told The 
Capital Times that the City Council had gone on 
record as supporting the reuse of the theater as a 
museum, 

Former Mayor Paul Soglin joined the fray short- 
ly thereafter with a plan to save the theater by 
relocating the museum and the downtown 
library. Bauman chimed in a week later with her 
own plan, although she has since distanced her- 
self from it. 

Then D’Angelo uel other arts figures went on 
record against salvaging the theater, saying no 
one would use it after a new performance hall 
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place by February. Then, if the Overture Foundation and the ; 


E-mail: agweier@ madison.com 


Condemnation 


ISSUE: The city has a blight elimination plan for the block. 
And the Community Development Authority may need to 
move two owners, Miller’s Eats & Treats and Dotty 
Dumplings Dowry, off their properties. They stand in the way : 


of the Overture Foundation’s plans to develop the entire 
Civic Center block as an arts district. 

The city, the CDA and the foundation — the three entities 
that own property on that block — need to figure out who’s 
going to own what and operate what. The city and the 
Overture Foundation are now N talking about joint ownership 
of the entire district. | 

All that will be addressed with a redevelopment district. ! 


_ PROCESS: The Community Development Authority has 
begun to take action to create the district, which could be in 


two businesses have not come to an agreement, the founda- 
tion could ask the CDA to begin eminent domain action 
against the businesses. 

The property owner can ask a Judge to halt that action, 
claiming the process is flawed or it is not a proper use of 
public funding. — MI 

The CDA would appraise the brunettes, and would pay for 
the owners to conduct their own appraisal. The city would 
make an offer to buy the properties; if an agreement could 
not be reached, the baal would go to ajury trial to 
decide the amount. — 

Regardless of whether the nea is reached i in a settlement 
or in court, the CDA pays relocation benefits above and 
beyond the buying price. The Overture Foundation plans to 
pick up the entire relocation and condemnation tab. 

PUBLIC EVENTS: Jan. 13, 4:30 p.m. — Public hearing 
on redevelopment district (including possible eminent 
domain action against Dotty Dumplings Dowry and Miller’s 
Eats & Treats). Room 260 of the Madison Municipal 
Building. The public hearing will start at 5 p.m. 

The Plan Commission and City Council will also hear testi- | 
mony on the redevelopment district. tee) are not 
scheduled. 


Oscar Mayer Theatre 
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civic ic gift of local philanthropist Jerry Frautschi, 
meant to use private money to replace, enhance 
and add to publicly owned cultural facilities. 

But in order for the project to be a success, 
government must cooperate. And some citizens 
who elect that government are feeling a few steps 
behind — overwhelmed by the scope of the pro-— 
ject, wondering whether the powers that be have 
brought the public in, or whether a few members 
_of Madison's “elite” are calling the shots. 

Those thoughts come after a wide-ranging dis- 
-cussion on the Oscar Mayer Theatre that has 
occurred so far without a single public meeting 
or forum devoted to the subject. 

The Overture Foundation, created to administer 
the $100 million gift, has made a preliminary 
finding that the theater should be closed and 
used for the Madison Children’s Museum. 

That issue will get a little formal attention 
Thursday, when Civic Center Director Robert 


D’Angelo will discuss public involvement in deci- : 


sions about the Oscar Mayer Theatre at a meet- 
ing of the Overture Project Advisory Committee. 

D’Angelo argues that because the district is 
being financed with private money, the See a 
does not have a right to much input. 

. m not sure where the man on the street issue 

’’ said D’Angelo, the city’s liaison to Overture 
its day-to-day dealings. “‘The man on the 
street’s not being asked to pay for it.” 

As for public forums, D’Angelo responded, 

“That's why they have elected representatives.”’ 
| Former Mayor Paul Soglin disagrees. 
| “The individual on the street owns the Oscar 
» Mayer Theatre, owns the Crossroads, owns the 
| Isthmus Playhouse, owns every square inch of 
_ that property plus the site of the Madison Art 
| Soglin said. ‘‘I think they would have a 
lot to say about their use, their reuse, their 
i redesign and their continued public ownership.’ 
| Downtown Ald. Mike Verveer, a member of the 
) advisory committee, said he was concerned 
| about the cancellation of the committee’s 
November and December meetings. With so 
| much being talked about, the public needs a 
| place to turn, Verveer said. 
| The committee’s chairwoman, Judith Bowser, — 
i said she canceled the ee because of a lack 
| of agenda items. 
| Overture’s position: Overture Foundation 
| President George Austin said his group will wait 
| to seek public input until more progress has been 
» made in the design phase of the project. He 
would not speculate what form those discussions 
would take. . Bisa 

“T don’t think it would be particularly produc- 
tive without any frames of reference beyond the 
pre-design study,’’ Austin said. “I think we need 
a better body of information before that occurs.” 

But Austin didn’t go for the idea that Overture 
hasn't been reaching out. He ticked off names of 
groups he met with in 1999, 70 in all: the 
Greater State Street Business Association, the 
University Club Luncheon Series, Downtown 
Kiwanis, the Rotary Club, the West High School 
Honors Convocation. There was an Overture 
booth at the Future Fair last month as well. 

The foundation has taken pains to share the 
project with members of the community, but 
some contend those members have been careful- 
ly selected. : 

The recommendations for the pre-design study 
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‘is in everybody’s best interest,’’ 


Pelli and several city commissions, but that meet- 
ing was designed more around government offi- 
cials than ordinary citizens. (Pelli’s presentation 
was aired later on City Cable Channel 12.) 

And although issues of governance have come 
before city committees and the City Council, 
there have been no widely posted forums asking 
the general public for input on the Overture 


Project. 


On the future of the Oscar Mayer, “I quite hon- 
estly feel there hasn't been a discussion,’’ said 
Judy Karofsky, a member of the 48-person panel. 
She is now part of a group trying to save the the- 
ater. “It’s not come before any public agenda. 
It’s now being discussed in the newspaper. ” 

East side Ald. Warren Onken, hardly a radical, 
agreed there needs to be more discussion. 

‘T think allowing the public to participate more 
Onken said. 

Although the foundation’s pre-design study was 
released in June, the wheels started turning in 
the community: over the fate of the Oscar Mayer 
much later. 

In November came J ay Rath’s nibbicte in 
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“It’s a little surprising,” said Karen Dummer, 


: executive director of the Madison Children’s 
Museum. “All of the preliminary design study for 


Overture was announced six months ago. It’s sur- 
prising everyone's in a lather now.’ 


Public role: Although the arts district is a gift 
and a private project, it does rely upon the coop- 
eration of Madison’s elected officials and city 
departments in several important ways: 

@ The City Council would have to sign off on 
any changes to the city-owned Civic Center. 

Mi Taxpayers now pay $1.2 million a year to 
operate the Ae ne ane woe continue to 


pay that. — ee Se 


BB In order to eer the idee for the arts dis- 
trict, two private businesses, Dotty Dumplings 
Dowry and Miller’s Eats & Treats, would have to 
surrender their propertie s, willingly or not. 

The city’s Community Development Authority. 


7 may initiate morte a on proceedings if the 


The timing of a CDA hearing on the art Sdistrict _ 
last month came under fire because of its prox- 
imity to Christmas. Another hearing was sched- 
uled only after a public outcry. 

i In the spirit of a civic gift, and keeping that 
gift tax-exempt, the Overture Foundation is seek- 
ing to have the district governed by a quasi-pub- 
lic authority when it’s built. That government 
would have the power to condemn prime parcels 
of downtown land. Both the state Legislature and 
the City Council would have to coopers to cre- 
ate that government. | 


@ Austin proposed in June that the city chante a 


mid-State Street parking lot, a cost the founda- — 
tion won't pay for. It is, however, paying for a 
traffic and parking study. 


‘The city abdicated’: At one point, Soglin was 
asking himself whether the Overture Foundation 
was trying to usurp the city’s powers. 

“The answer is no. They haven’t, and haven't 


tried to. What did happen is the city abdicated. It 


left the Overture Foundation oT roles of 
city government.” 

He noted that both studies on the viability af 
the Oscar Mayer Theatre as a performance space 
were commissioned by Overture, not the city. 


And he said it’s unusual the foundation is com- 
' missioning its own traffic study instead of having 


the city do it. : 

‘‘Sue.sees this as a private development, with 
the city playing an incidental role. By every yard- 
stick I know, the ag has to ey a substantial 
role.” 

Bauman said she views the arts district as a 
proposal by a developer. 

“T think Paul has a view of what this project is 
that I don’t necessarily share,’’ Bauman said. “‘I 
think Paul thinks this is the city’s project to 


direct. I don’t believe that’s the case. If Jerry 


Frautschi wanted that to be the case, he would 


have made the donation to the city of Madison.”’ 


Bauman said there already have been some 
open government proceedings that few people 
have taken advantage of. 

‘It doesn’t mean they have foreclosed on that 
chance,” Bauman said. | 


| Design : 


. district. . 


time during the first half of the year. 
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Mayer Theatre concert hall in the late 1970s, would be 


closed and turned into the Madison Children’s. Museum 
under the recommendations of an Overture pre-design feasi- 
bility study. 

This is probably the most controversial portion of the | 
Overture Project, as some are voicing concern that the the- 
ater would be a al lost. Others say its time has come and 
gone. 

PROCESS: The city owns the theater as well as the rest of 
the Civic Center. If the theater is to become a museum, the 
City Council would have to vote to trade, sell or incorporate — 
it into the arts district. 

Whatever happens, design plans for the Civic Center-area 
portion of the arts district are expected to be discussed with 
the city in the second half of 2000. 

PUBLIC EVENTS: Thursday, 4:45 p.m. — Overhire 
Project Advisory Committee, Civic Cenier Marquee Room, 
211 State St. 


ISSUES: Architect Cesar Pelli will 
come up with the designs for the arts 


PROCESS: He’s expected to make 
public his preliminary drawings some- 


More detailed drawings would follow; 

city committees would review draw- 

ings during the second half of 2000. 
PUBLIC EVENTS: None scheduled. Pelli 


Governance 


ISSUES: The Overture Foundation wants the district to 
remain tax-exempt, and to be run in a public fashion rather — 


than as a private not-for-profit organization. | 


The route to get there is complicated: The city has asked 


_ the state to create legislation allowing the city to set up a 


quasi-governmental authority to govern the arts district. That 
district could have the power to condemn property, although 
it would not be used within the Civic Center block because 
the authority would take effect only after the district is built. 
The Overture Foundation and the city agree that the 
Internal Revenue Service would require the authority to have 
‘substantial’? governmental power to stay tax-exempt. The 
city is seeking the right to create an authority that could con- 
demn one block in each direction. off the Civic Center block. 
There’s also the question of what role the city will play in 
operating the arts district, and how the method of gover- 
nance affects how the taxpayers pay the $1.2 million annual . 


‘subsidy to the Civic Center. That subsidy level is not expect- 


ed to change. 

PROCESS: The Overture Foundation is working with the 
city to draw up proposed legislation. It would then seek law- | 
makers to sponsor the legislation. The foundation hopes the 
Legislature will act by spring. 

If an authority is approved by the state, the City Council 
would begin the process of creating it. If it is created, the 
city, state and county would name their appointees. The 
Overture Foundation estimates it could take effect i in 2001. 

PUBLIC EVENTS: None scheduled. 


Parking and traffic 


ISSUES: The Overture Foundation wants the city to con- 


struct a mid-State Street parking ramp to accommodate visi- | 


tors to the arts district. The effect of the district on the area 
businesses and roads will also need to be studied. 
PROCESS: The Overture Foundation has commissioned 
traffic and parking studies. 
PUBLIC EVENTS: None scheduled. 
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